16    THE  CHURCH  OF  ENGLAND

priests who repeated the sounds without
knowing their meaning. There is evidence
also that many priests in their daily life
were on the level of the little farmers by
whose side they worked on the land; that
there was grossness and drunkenness. But
among priests and people there was a deep
and undoubting conviction, darkened by
much fear, of the truths of their religion;
and it was not the less sincere that it was
mingled with incongruous elements of the
older religion and that primitive passions were
stubborn. At its best, as seen in some of the
numerous homilies written to be delivered
by the unlearned clergy that have survived,
the faith of our ancestors was simple and
evangelical, and bore good fruit in life.

The basis of the system was the village
community and its priest. He was dependent,
as we have seen, upon the lord and independent
of the bishop. One of the most important
lines of development in the history of our
Church has been that by which the priest
has gained independence and stability as
against the lord, who has dwindled into the
" patron," while he has in great measure
retained his independence of the bishop.
The " parson's freehold" goes far back
towards the beginning of English Chris-